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The Double Risk of Primitivism 
Andrew McNamara and Ann Stephen 
 
 
Today, there is nowhere to begin, except with a conclusion—there are no primitives. 
There are no people that describe or freely identify themselves as primitive. It is a term of 
denigration foisted upon people and as such assumes a tremendous burden for its 
recipients for they can be treated as less equal or capable. It is thus a label that comes 
with recriminations and malodorous implications: the primitive is one who does not 
reflect, but instead remains close to nature; soiled and devoid of technological 
sophistication; persisting in a child-like state of elemental immediacy, all impulses and 
reaction.  
 
Yet, alluringly for many a jaded Western soul, the primitive is enthused by animism to 
conjure a wildly vivid symbolic consciousness. Thus, while such a hierarchical 
classification was draped in ideals of objectivity, scientific detachment and of being at the 
forefront of a world cultural–historical momentum, the denigration was always 
ambivalent because it was always part malignant, part envious. The counter-view was 
present from the beginning. Seeking to overturn many of the negative connotations 
associated with the primitive, it contrived to transform them into virtues. Counter-cultural 
tenets were derived from this inversion, and served as an antidote to the alienated 
conformity of rigid, bourgeois ‘sophistication’. Primitivism therefore was a magnet of 
attraction as well as of critical refusal. It resided on the knife-edge of envy and 
denunciation, as well as for the projection of alternate imaginative horizons and the worst 
forms of cultural and racial chauvinism.  
 
This politics of primitivism has played out over a long period of time through three 
phases of accusation and counter-accusation: 
 
1. The classic Enlightenment juxtaposition of a (collective and individual) quest 
for culture and cultivation against, on the one hand, the primitive and, on the 
other, the over-refined and decadent; 
2. The ‘positive’ desire for the primitive that obsessed so much of the early 
twentieth-century avant-garde artists, often accompanied by a critique of 
colonialism;  
3. The re-emergence of primitivism since the late 1970s, confirmed by privileged 
institutional forums and landmark exhibitions as part of a new globalism, in 
seeming opposition to the parallel rise of post-colonial discourses discrediting 
primitivism’s fateful complicity with neo-colonial categories.1  
 
If we begin with the conclusion—that the primitive does not refer to a class of people or 
of a race, or any other cultural subset—then we can examine instead how the appeal to 
primitivism has been used to disturb familiar aesthetic or cultural orderings. Such 
disturbances tend to be minimised by the current institutional embrace of primitivism, 
which treats everything in terms of an asinine celebration of diversity. Yet today there is 
also a renewed engagement with the possibilities of the discourse of primitivism that 
somehow manages to take account of these moves and counter-moves. By avoiding any 
negative racial or cultural identification, many artists have been drawn to primitivism as a 
provocation precisely because it does have the potential to disturb. Whether critical, 
ironic or earnest, diverse practices continue to engage with the theme. But what is the 
spectre of the primitive a provocation for? Why would anyone freely identify with a label 
that carried such negative connotations since its inception? Our speculations, shaped very 
much by the long histories of cultural exchange in Australasia, seek to outline various 
provocations prompted by the appeal to primitivism through modernism and into 
contemporary art.  
 
The counter world of primitivism 
In June 1929 the French Surrealists redrew the map of the world in the Belgian magazine 
Variétés; on it Western democracies had disappeared or were severely diminished in 
size.2 [IMAGE 1]Australia was dwarfed by New Guinea. The world’s only island 
continent was deemed a place of virtually no interest for modernism, at least in its initial 
surreal manifestation. With this contorted map, the Surrealists asserted the priorities of 
their alternate imaginary; it was an inverse world in which Western modernity and 
Eurocentrism were overpowered and diminished by their alter-ego, an enchanted other 
possessing raw, primitive, creative power—massive in scale, magical, superstitious, 
tradition-minded and, if not Communist at least collectivist.  
 
Yet, in reality, due to the association with the art and practices of its indigenous 
peoples—Australia was, from the late nineteenth century, a prime site of very similar 
projections that aimed to invert common assumptions identified with social and aesthetic 
Western norms as well as the West’s unremitting insistence on rationality. Indeed, the 
study of Australian and South Pacific Indigenous cultures would shape many of the early 
discourses of ethnography, anthropology, psychiatry and psychoanalysis, as well as 
impact upon art.  
 
The real challenge of the Surrealist map is not in embellishing projections of Europe’s 
preeminent place in the world as distinctive and culturally normative, because the 
‘exotic’, the less than ‘cultural’, resides elsewhere, far from London, Paris or Berlin. Its 
challenge was to provoke a transformation in our understanding of what counts as 
culturally significant in the world. The Surrealist strategy conforms to a ‘classic’ 
modernist premise, of course, but most importantly it is a provocation to be enacted 
within one’s own world or culture. It aims to make room for critical agency by showing 
how its own culture is capable of being envisaged differently, and of being reshaped, thus 
capable of yielding new, alternative conceptualisations of its capacities, routines and 
customs. In fact two years later the Surrealists would stage their own Exposition Anti-
impérialiste to counter the spectacle of the 1931 Exposition Coloniale, though rather than 
securing an anti-imperialist alliance with the Communist Party it would provoke internal 
ructions.3 Primitivism can thus function as a tool of counter-cultural ambition because it 
releases new forms of cultural imagination. 
 
Primitivist projections and counter-projections 
The willingness to broach vastly different cultural worldviews can be detected in the 
effort of Aboriginal artists from the early to mid-1970s to go beyond indigenous socio-
cultural parameters in order to assert why their beliefs, traditions and practices should be 
acknowledged as important beyond their customary boundaries. In the process, they 
began to overturn many of the hierarchical suppositions surrounding traditional and 
modernist cultures. For many of its champions, this is the enduring provocation of the 
Papunya Tula painting movement. The impressive works produced drove many 
contemporary artists to interact with Papunya Tula and other indigenous artists; thus 
various cross-cultural collaborations were initiated, such as between Tim Johnson and 
Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri and Michael Nelson Jagamara with the Campfire Group.  
 
As Aboriginal art came to prominence in the forums of contemporary art, Australia, or 
rather Central Australia, began to play host to a steady stream of visiting high-profile 
avant-gardists, such as Richard Long, Joseph Beuys, Ulay and Marina Abramović, 
Anselm Kiefer, Sigmar Polke and Nikolaus Lang.4 Unlike other ‘exotic’ avant-garde 
destinations, the remote ‘heart’ of Australia held little fascination until the 1970s. It is 
notable that these European artists were mostly German, a legacy of the long history of 
German anthropology in the region. Lang, off the back of exhibiting in the 1979 Biennale 
of Sydney, began to visit the Centre over the following decade, adopting Aboriginal 
ochres as his medium.[IMAGE 2] At the Sydney Biennale in 1988, the curator Daniel 
Thomas concluded: ‘Lang is not the only visiting European artist to have admired 
Australian Aboriginal culture, but his own nature-based art and his determination to 
connect prehistory with the present are unusually close to the Aboriginal spirit’.5 
Following her participation in the 1979 Biennale of Sydney, Abramović—together with 
Ulay (German artist Frank Uwe Laysiepen, her partner of 12 years)—spoke of 
experiencing a defining creative moment when spending six months living in the 
Australian outback: 
  
I was in the desert with Ulay, but we lived with two different tribes. He lived with 
the man tribe and I lived with the women. We only were together in the full moon 
nights; that’s how the tribe does it. We make love like crazy and then we go 
separate again. Then it was incredible. I lived one year without money because we 
just lived on kangaroos and rats and lizards and honey ants and you don’t even 
want to know what I was eating! The only important thing all day long was sunset 
and sunrise. I learned so much. I had these amazing out-of-body experiences. 
There were things I can’t even explain rationally. The Aborigines are the only 
tribes that don’t use any drugs at all but they have incredible power of perception, 
telepathy and so on. It starts with sitting around the fire with the women and we 
are not talking and they are talking to my head and oh my God, I am going crazy. 
I woke up in the morning and I was happy just being alive and being connected to 
the landscape. I went to places that Australians don’t go. I have been at Lake 
Disappointment [in Western Australia] where there’s only water every seven 
years.6  
 
For Abramović, Ulay and Lang, Aborigines exist in a state of pre-lapsarian timelessness.7 
Does primitivism constitute such an enduring theme only because it idealises the journey 
to the beyond or into the heart of darkness to represent the absolute inverse of the 
Western or Eurocentric ‘norm’? Like Bruce Chatwin in his writing of The Songlines, 
these artists imagined themselves stepping outside of culture in visiting ‘places that 
Australians don’t go’. In 1989 both Papunya artists and neo-primitives like Abramović 
were brought together for the ‘first truly international exhibition of worldwide 
contemporary art’, the 1989 exhibition Magiciens de la Terre.[IMAGE 3] Its curator Jean 
Hubert Martin anticipated the risks but argued that  
 
we will display them in a manner that has never been used for objects from the 
Third World. That is, for the most part, the makers of these objects will be 
present, and I will avoid showing finished, movable objects as much as possible. I 
will favor ‘installations’ … made by the artists specifically for this particular 
occasion … I know that is dangerous to extricate cultural objects from other 
civilizations. But we can also learn from these civilizations, which—just like 
ours—are engaged in a search for spirituality.8 
 
Yet the focus for some artists making cross-cultural exchanges at this time was on non-
spiritual matters. For instance Narelle Jubelin engaged in a post-colonial salvage job on 
modernism. For the 1989 Venice Biennale she paired her miniature, sewn renditions on 
the wall with trading objects and masks, in Trade Delivers People.[IMAGE 4] A stitched 
version of Margaret Preston’s ‘Aboriginal primitivism’, namely her 1946 ‘boomerang 
and flower’ potato print, was coupled with a similarly shaped necklace of Venetian trade 
beads of African origin. Such a pairing mimics the visual affinities that defined curator 
William Rubin’s much-criticised ‘Primitivist’ morphology, but Jubelin substitutes high 
modernism and the primitive with peripheral categories, in this case women’s needlework 
and local modernism. Currency—trading beads, a New Guinea bride-price armlette of 
German porcelain buttons and a plethora of coins—underpins the exchange. Rather than 
separating the primitive and the modern, is it not more provocative to think of the two as 
intricately intertwined? Such a practice, we believe, has become increasingly prevalent in 
subsequent art. 
 
The Double Risk 
The ambition of stepping outside one’s own culture to grasp another culture is often 
viewed as a conceit—usually because it is regarded as a product of unequal exchange, or 
the result of Western cultural utopianism that ‘carried nothing less than colonialism in its 
underbelly’.9 Conversely, the Polish philosopher Leszek Kolakowski argues that this 
ambition of stepping outside the familiar parameters of one’s own culture in order to 
grasp what is culturally foreign is indeed a genuine risk, and an important one for any 
contemporary society. For him it is crucial that a culture learns to question itself in the 
very process of showing itself ‘capable of the effort of understanding another’. Because 
one may not possess any readily available equivalent practices, language or forms for 
such a comparison, this necessitates the effort to ‘break out of the closed confines of 
ethnocentricity’. Leaving such closed confines risks cultural relativity but also 
‘presupposes an epistemological impossibility—to enter into the mind of the object of 
inquiry while maintaining the distance and objectivity of a scientist’. Rather than 
ethnocentric, Kolakowski believes that this always-tentative exercise in ‘epistemological 
impossibility’ indicates the contrary—‘an act of renunciation, possible only from within a 
culture, which, through learning to question itself, has shown itself capable of the effort 
of understanding another’.10  
 
The double risk of this ‘epistemological impossibility’—of risking the charge of 
ethnocentrism, while seeking to defy ‘the closed confines of ethnocentricity’—seems to 
have reignited rather than deterred the artistic fascination with primitivism. Of course, 
Kolakowski’s point is that one does not achieve very much by forgetting one’s own 
cultural starting point—or pretending it is possible to elide it. As much as anything, it 
concerns opening up one’s own cultural presumptions to scrutiny. This highly 
ambiguous, reflexive scrutiny is evident in the treatment of images of Papua New Guinea 
that Sigmar Polke produced in the 1970s. For instance, in Baumhaus (1976) Polke 
displays an elevated dwelling high up in the treetops with only a precarious ladder to 
reach it.[IMAGE 5] This image of exoticism is overlaid with three horizontal washes, of 
red, blue and a muddied white. At once, it is an image of a completely foreign life and 
one of escape and self-discovery, in a country that at the time ‘still had some blank 
patches on its map’, yet appeared tantalisingly at the centre of the 1929 Surrealist world 
map.11 While the islands of the South Pacific are not magnified on that map to the degree 
of, say, Alaska (which dwarfs the entire South American continent), nonetheless the 
South Pacific region holds a central place (albeit at the expense of Australia; New 
Zealand stays relatively intact).  
 
While Polke may be drawn to this alternative world free of encumbrances, reaching for 
the sky in the untamed wilderness, the work is overlaid with the history of the reception 
of primitivism. It recalls the European avant-garde, particularly the German 
Expressionists such as Max Pechstein and Emile Nolde, who travelled to New Guinea 
prior to World War I (the northern half of New Guinea was a German colony) when the 
desire for new or alternative origins for art opposed to European academic traditions was 
most powerful. By the time Polke creates his image, New Guinea is just gaining 
independence from Australia, which perhaps the splashes of colour allude to (if not the 
colours of the Australian flag, perhaps those of the British, French and United States 
flags). This link is not as audacious as it seems because the image of the tree-house 
derives from a mid-1880s photograph by German-born Australian photographer J. W. 
Lindt.12 In creating these screens and layers, Polke sets himself apart from his 
contemporaries by showing some awareness of this double risk, and of the impossibility 
of achieving some pure, uncontaminated position outside cultural modernity.  
 
Anneleen Masschelein clarifies the ambivalence that lurks at the heart of the Western 
conception of the primitive. In exploring the ‘unconcept’ of the uncanny (unheimlich), 
she begins with the linguistic valence surrounding the primitive and the taboo that results 
from its conjoining of polar meanings. Something taboo can be sacred and consecrated, 
yet also accursed, dangerous, forbidden or unclean.13 Masschelein takes up this 
observation from Freud’s discussion in Totem and Taboo, particularly the meanings 
associated with the Polynesian word taboo. (Notably it was Freud’s book as well as 
Polynesian linguistic sources that were formative influences on avant-garde animator Len 
Lye in Sydney in the 1920s). For Freud, ‘A taboo is a strong power of extra-ordinary or 
quasi-religious nature, associated with certain people, things, or situations that must be 
kept under control by strict regulations and ceremonies’.14 While the taboo conjoins the 
sacred and the impure, Masschelein asserts that it must be understood as ‘one dual 
response’, not distinctly conflicting attitudes.15 The duality arises from oscillating yet 
conjoined ‘projections of positive and negative feelings’ that arise from the disturbing 
confusion of internal and external, fear and omnipotence, triggered by a sense of threat.  
 
While her analysis probes a less noble or less altruistic spin on the impossible trajectory 
outlined and endorsed by Kolakowski, Masschelein’s account offers interesting insights 
into the ambition of art in this context. Art remakes the world, revealing it as alterable 
and subject to imaginative reconfigurations (an emphasis that both Gyorgy Markus and 
Kolakowski explain becomes central to modernist cultural ambition), and in so doing 
expresses omnipotence, no matter how partial and momentary. The uncanniness of art, as 
Masschelein notes, relates to the fact that, one, ‘the strict rules of reality do not apply’; 
two, ‘it allows for the return of the repressed in a safe way’; and three, it provides for ‘the 
phanstasmatic satisfaction of forbidden impulses’. The ‘highly ambivalent form of the 
uncanny’, which as Masschelein notes has its ‘roots in primitivism’, reveals that ancestral 
art is more closely related to the impulses of modern and contemporary art than one 
might usually expect.16 
 
The enduring fascination with the notion of the primitive involves a double risk: on the 
one hand, it involves the risk of endeavouring to undertake ‘an epistemological 
impossibility’—of renouncing one’s cultural specificity, in order to question it and to 
endeavour to extend its parameters by seeking to understand another culture; yet on the 
other hand, it does not offer the solace of assuming a politically correct distance above 
reproach. It involves a risk, but also the conceit of power and superiority. It may prompt 
accusations of elitism, cultural chauvinism bordering on prejudice, even of narrow-
minded cultural dogmatism and bigotry. Dispatching the teleology of inevitable heroic 
progress, Masschelein’s focus on the duality of attitudes permits us to see how the 
uncanny oscillation of attraction and repulsion is at the heart of the modern and thus 
shows how the modern and the primitive are intricately related. In fact, the three phases 
we have outlined are not strictly successive stages at all, but more like oscillations 
between competing possibilities that are too often mistaken as polar oppositions. The 
concept of the uncanny, as Masschelein notes, conjoins all presumption of supremacy and 
omnipotence with a ‘sense of imperfection and human frailty’.17 By pointing to the 
uncanny dimension of the primitive within modernist cultural aspirations, we find that 
artists seek recourse to the primitive to underscore that modernity has never achieved the 
ultimate summit of fulfilment and achievement. Instead, the recourse to primitivism aims 
to revive the idea that art has a fictional power that escapes modernity’s limits and the 
confines of its society. At the same time, primitivism underpins a core modernist cultural 
strategy of free creative invention, which asserts that in art the world can be re-written 
according to a newly revised aesthetic power of transformation that both amplifies the 
limitations of that culture and society and also seeks to transcend them.  
 
Such fraught, even impossible, aspirations help to explain the peculiar, fluctuating 
position of Australasia as it has oscillated between oblivion and centre stage within the 
highly animated imaginative projections prompted by the discourse of the primitive 
within modernism. One such shift occurred in 1965, just prior to the death of the 
Surrealist ‘leader’ André Breton when he wrote a Preface for the English edition of Karel 
Kupka’s Dawn of Art: Painting and Sculpture of Australian Aborigines (Un Art à l’etat 
brut). Counter to the Surrealist map of 1929, Breton recognises that Australia ‘has a 
poetic magnetism all of its own’, due to the instructive example of Australian Aboriginal 
art. Australia takes centre stage in mediating the plight of the Occident, precisely because 
its indigenous art is ‘uninfluenced’ by any Western way of seeing.18 Breton refers to 
‘primitives’—‘beings governed by affective forces more elementary than our own’19—
that impact upon the ‘moderns’, who feel a sense of ‘lost powers’ in a ‘lost world’—
‘since the sixth day of August 1945’, as they confront a future in the wake of nuclear 
weapons—and thus the horror and repulsion of witnessing a ‘world in dissolution’. 
Aboriginal expression is, to Breton, ‘disdainfully independent of perceptual 
representation’ and therefore invariably infallible ‘on the plastic level’. Its example 
suggests a wonderful antidote for Breton, at the centre of this dissolving world, for while 
surrounded by alienation we can still discover resources to resist it at the same time.20 
The analysis was prescient to the degree that artists—for example, Tony Tuckson, 
George Johnson and Gordon Walters—took to abstraction in such a way that thereafter it 
would be difficult to tell if this late modernist path paralleled that of Preston (mining the 
‘primitive’ for modernism), or alternatively realised its opposite: that modernist abstract 
Western art only belatedly attained the formal eloquence of South Pacific and Australian 
Aboriginal art. 
 
Contemporary primitivism? 
Today the idea of representing the primitivist desire of modernism through paired 
affinities, as William Rubin notoriously did in ‘Primitivism’ in Twentieth Century Art for 
the Museum of Modern Art in New York almost three decades ago, is now a veritable 
taboo.21 However what happens if the act of affinity is reversed at the other end, at the 
site of original violation? The artist Daniel Boyd has restaged such primal encounters in a 
2013 exhibition entitled New Hebrides, the colonial name of the South Pacific islands 
now known as Vanuatu.[IMAGE 6] Boyd’s dozen monochrome canvases of vastly 
different sizes share a common all-over surface dotting that blurs the photographic under-
painting. Two small canvases based upon iconic images of Picasso are positioned 
alongside a life-size portrait of the artist’s great-great grandfather Samuel Pentecost, a 
South Sea Islander from Pentecost Island. In one, Picasso is trying on a ‘Red Indian’ 
headdress. His spectral partner Pentecost stands in his own head feathers. One is playing 
‘native’, the other is ‘the other’ of nineteenth-century ethnographic photography. These 
paintings are accompanied by vast dotted canvases scanning moments from a historic 
scrapbook of colonial ‘black-birding’; the repetitive dot surface—developed by Papunya 
Tula artists in the 1970s to conceal their dreaming stories—has a different function here. 
Boyd has described his dots as a kind of lens.22 Each small glutinous liquid drop catches 
light. The effect draws a glistening veil across otherwise dark surfaces, pulling them 
together into an unlikely constellation. The distinctions of primitive and developed, of 
‘hot’ and ‘cold’, to use Levi-Strauss’s famous distinction, is dissolved, instead the 
relationship is reconceptualised in terms of ‘oscillation, of systole and diastole, of 
shrinkage and dilation, of multi-belongingness’.23 Boyd’s reparative approach does not 
avoid loss and guilt in confronting modernism with one of the sites of its 
pillaging/collecting. 
 
The risks for museums involved in global contemporary art today are high. Take the 
representation of the Kwoma people from Papua New Guinea at the 7th Asia Pacific 
Triennial of Contemporary Art (APT7) in Brisbane. The museum initiated the 
transcultural process of extending a spirit house ‘whose display has been, in consultation 
with the artists, reconsidered for an international art audience’ according to curator, Maud 
Page.24 In the APT7 catalogue the art historian Peter Brunt reminds the reader that there 
is ‘no tribal artist in New Guinea or its surrounding archipelagos who has not pondered 
his or her relation to the “State” (Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Australia, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Britain), Christianity, anthropologists, the tribal art market, the museum 
world, expatriate kin, urban relatives or the past or the future’, indicating the complexities 
that underlie their art.25 Yet how is it possible for the viewer to glimpse something of 
these complex relationships through the ceremonial costumes, masks and huts of Sepik 
River culture? How different is this institutional spectacle to the viewing of ‘savages’ in a 
nineteenth-century international exposition?  
 
While such comparisons are risky, Mikala Dwyer’s installations are not unlike the 
residue of rituals in the Sepik River displays at APT7, with videos of masked figures 
performing all kinds of irrational or magic acts, leaving in their wake props and empty 
dance costumes as a display along the wall.[IMAGE 7] Unlike institutional spectacles of 
the primitive, Dwyer deals with the primitivism within her own culture, like Schwitters’s 
Merzbau or Tzara’s Poèmes Nègres. Her art is a reparative act, mixing primitive with 
scientific systems of knowledge.26 Dwyer speaks of the attraction of certain geometric 
systems in terms of ameliorating loss:  
 
a circle, which is a tight form of geometry, a completely closed system—a 
psychic fortress that can hold together disparate thoughts and objects. I often use 
circles for exactly this reason, as holding patterns—ways of shaping thoughts, 
creating taxonomies of things that temporarily hold against loss. 27  
 
Various round, circular or ring-like forms link the three parts of her installation Goldene 
Bend’er at the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art in Melbourne in 2013. Walls of 
reflective metallic diagonals are the backdrop for Spell for Corner, a ceiling-height 
coloured target wedged between two walls, its throbbing chromatic disharmonies and 
acute angles at odds with the cool geometry of late modernism à la Kenneth Noland or 
Sol LeWitt. The abject hole of the anus is at the unseen centre of Dwyer’s installation. 
According to the Freudian psychoanalyst Melanie Klein, who studied children’s phantasy 
life, acts of reparation and the capacity to identify with the other are a compensation for 
the anxiety caused by primitive aggressive impulses against the mother. The primitive is 
here associated with the unconscious formation of the self (ego). Klein describes certain 
elemental processes of projection and identification, so that ‘excrements then have the 
significance of gifts; and parts of the ego which together with excrements, are expelled 
and projected into the other person represent the good’.28 In her performance Dwyer 
ritualises this parent–child relationship. A video projection records a ceremony of 
communal shitting with masked performers circumambulating others who excrete into 
transparent cylinders. In the adjacent space, the artist presents the primal gift in sculptural 
form, scaling up three geometric rings designed by her late mother, one of which holds a 
group of small, imperfect objects of faux gilding and other ersatz matter.29 Completing 
the circle, the artist as alchemist strives to transform design into primitive objects, or 
precious shit.30  
 
Conclusion 
As we begin to approach the centenary of its drafting, the Surrealist map is approaching 
an ironic realisation as the artworld transforms to become a global phenomenon, no 
longer exclusively European, or even Western. Yet, the uncannily primitive remains at 
the heart of modern contemporary culture, partly because it inspires its critical 
vocabulary, for instance, being an avenue for addressing our repulsion and unease with 
our own society’s less-than-savoury social outcomes.  
 
Indeed, certain artists are now exploring the paradoxes of inhabiting a globalised 
artworld. They find themselves committed to a practice that is unwilling to dispense with 
modernist critical examination (à la Kolakowski’s risk of ‘epistemological impossibility’ 
in seeking to break out of the confines of ethnocentricity). Yet they are confronted with 
particular circumstances in which the post-colonial critique of primitivism is now 
virtually official doctrine and in which traditional cultural imperatives run up against 
contemporary expectations.31 This is the ambiguous world that Rohan Wealleans’s 
practice inhabits with relish. His performative paintings evoke the air of a shaman 
uncovering profound mysteries by slicing through the sculptural layering of his work to 
reveal some oozing essence. It is no longer possible for an artist to escape the stereotypes 
of the shaman-artist role—which, as we have shown, pervades the modern era and 
pervades the modernist visual arts stretching back beyond Abramović and Beuys to Len 
Lye and the Expressionists. At the opening of the 6th Asia Pacific Triennial of 
Contemporary Art (APT6) in December 2009, Wealleans (or his stand-in) evoked all 
these resonances in the post-colonial context of an Asia Pacific exhibition in which the 
artist performed his role as a representative artist of New Zealand by creating an 
ambiguously confounding disturbance.[IMAGE 8] A ritual was invoked with loud 
guttural utterances accompanied by frenzied gestures loosely in the manner of a Maori 
haka. Wealleans convinced many in the uncertain audience to participate happily in 
chants that transformed the familiar Maori prefix whaka–, into something sounding 
suspiciously like ‘fucker-t’. The performance culminated in the ritual cutting of a 
painting hung on the gallery wall behind him. The sliced open painting’s ‘contents’—a 
slow moving fluid—were to be scooped into a ceremonial bowl, but the residue oozed 
gradually to the floor. It was a polarising event. Half the assembled crowd seemed 
bemused, even smirking or giggling, taking in the joke, while the other half remained in 
awe, hushed in reverential admiration as if witnessing a truly cultic, ceremonial event. 
Others in the audience seemed to waver between both responses, as contradictory as they 
were; a few were just plain offended. Ultimately it remained unclear whether everyone 
assembled that morning was engaged in parody or something more earnest like a genuine 
ritual act. 
 
Yet, even as Wealleans amplifies what is absurd about playing up to this primitivist 
shaman role today, his practice equally testifies to how enticing such a role remains. 
Wealleans wants to poke fun at the pretence of being an artist–shaman, while preserving 
his critical autonomy by adopting the attitude of an outside observer to his own culture. 
This is the paradox of all artists in the wake of primitivism. At once, it explains the 
enduring fascination with the figure of the primitive; as Kolakowski notes, the creative 
reconfiguration of the world admits space for perennially tentative ambition of stepping 
outside one’s own culture in order to gain sight of its limits and to grasp how its own 
absurdities function as accepted ‘convention’. Yet, it is impossible to recruit customary 
ritual in the service of contemporary art, virtually at will. No artist can reconfigure 
customary culture from scratch within a contemporary art practice and make it a binding 
tradition for all of culture today, valid for everyone. In fact, it is the gap between 
customary and contemporary cultures that we inhabit today. This leaves any practice in a 
precarious space between mystification and demystification. In Wealleans’s case, it is 
this gap he inhabits in a society like New Zealand, which today is modernist and also 
recognises customary culture as a component of its official culture. And so the saga 
continues, complicating itself, as it continues while never eluding the duality of the 
primitivist–modernist dynamic in the renewed circumstances of the contemporary 
situation. 
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